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While some experts consider Mexico one of the top economies in Latin America and a middleincome country (SourceMex, June 8, 2011), one set of statistics sticks out like a sore thumb: the
country’s high rate of poverty. The most recent report from the Comisión Nacional para la
Evaluación de la Política Social (CONEVAL) offered a stark reminder that any recent economic
growth has left a lot of the country’s population behind. The CONEVAL report, released in late
July, says that 45.5% of Mexico’s population is currently living in poverty. Of that total, 35.7% of the
population suffers from "moderate" poverty and 9.8% from "extreme" poverty.
The CONEVAL statistics indicate in absolute terms that the numbers of Mexicans living in poverty
as of 2012 has increased from 2010, even though the percentage of poor in relation to the population
has actually declined. The report says that some 53.3 million Mexicans were moderately poor as of
the end of 2012, compared with 52.8 million at the end of 2010 and 48.8 million in 2008 (SourceMex,
Aug. 3, 2011). There was some improvement in the numbers for extreme poverty, with 11.5 million
Mexicans falling in that category in 2012, compared with 13 million in 2010.
The CONEVAL model determines moderate poverty by measuring whether a person lacks one or
two of a defined set of social needs: education, health, social security, housing, basic services, and
food. Someone who lacks access to three, four, or more of these social supports falls into extreme
poverty.
The result of the latest study was striking: 19 states experienced an increase in the number of people
unable to satisfy their food and nutrition needs. Still, there was a decline of 1.1 million in the total
number of people unable to meet their food needs relative to 2010, CONEVAL reported.
A second consideration to measure poverty is income levels. Any urban head of household whose
monthly earnings fall below 2,329 pesos (US$183) is considered to be in moderate poverty. For
rural residents, any head of household whose monthly income is less than 1,490 pesos (US$117) is
considered moderately poor. Urban residents who earn 1,125 pesos (US$88) or less per month are
considered in extreme poverty. For rural residents, the threshold is 826 pesos (US$65) or less.

Total numbers up but percentage of poor down from 2010
There are other ways to measure trends in poverty besides the use of absolute numbers. If
measured in the percentage of the population that experienced poverty, the numbers for both
moderate poverty and extreme poverty were down from 2010. A big reason for this is the growth of
the population, which rose by more than 4 million from 2010 to 2012, according to statistics from the
Consejo Nacional de Población (Conapo).
The CONEVAL report said 46.2% of Mexico’s population experienced moderate poverty and
11.3% extreme poverty in 2010, compared with 45.5% and 9.8% in 2012. In 2008, the rate of extreme
poverty was reported at 10.6% of the country’s total population. Some analysts pointed out that
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the reduction in extreme poverty between 2008 and 2010—a period when the global recession was
especially harsh on Mexico (SourceMex, Oct. 1, 2008, Feb. 11, 2009, and Feb. 2, 2011)—was a sign
that Mexico was headed in the right direction. "This means that 1.5 million persons experienced
an improvement in their situations," columnist Fredy Yair Montes Rivera wrote in the Mexico City
daily newspaper El Economista.
Ten states reported a reduction in poverty between 2010 and 2012, led by Tabasco, Chiapas, Oaxaca,
Campeche, and Veracruz in the south; Zacatecas, Querétaro, and Guanajuato in the center of the
country; and Chihuahua in the north. Conversely, 10 other states reported an increase in poverty
during this period, led by Nayarit, Quintana Roo, Nuevo León, Jalisco, México, Morelos, Puebla,
Guerrero, Baja California Sur, and Yucatán. The states are home to some of the country’s largest
metropolitan areas, including Monterrey, Guadalajara, Mérida, and the Mexico City suburbs. The
number of people who suffer poverty in these states increased by 1.7 million relative to 2010, the
CONEVAL report showed.
Still, despite whatever minor improvements might have occurred, analysts caution not to forget that
poverty remains high in absolute numbers. "Whether you have a change of a few percentage points,
the fact is that a large percentage of our population suffers from poverty," columnist Arturo Damm
Arnal wrote in the Mexico City daily newspaper La Crónica de Hoy.

Direct-assistance programs not enough
"Poverty should not be defined as a lack of goods and services … but rather the inability of
generating sufficient income through a productive job," added Damm Arnal. "[People} should be
equipped with the type of tools that will allow them to put in practice their knowledge and skills."
There is much debate on how to address the poverty situation, as Mexico appears to be spinning its
wheels. Successive administrations—from both the governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(PRI) and the center-right Partido Acción Nacional (PAN)—have addressed the problem by
expanding public-assistance programs designed to provide direct assistance to the poorest segments
of the population. These initiatives included the Programa Nacional de Solidaridad (PRONASOL)
under President Carlos Salinas de Gortari (SourceMex, July 1, 1992), the Plan Nacional de Desarrollo
(PND) under President Ernesto Zedillo (SourceMex, June 7, 1995); and Oportunidades under
Presidents Vicente Fox and Felipe Calderón (SourceMex, June 8, 2005, and June 24, 2009).
At the same time, the four presidents emphasized the need for economic growth to help bring
Mexicans out of poverty and viewed free-trade agreements and market-opening neoliberal polices
as a way to attract the investment necessary to create jobs in Mexico (SourceMex, Nov. 9, 1994, Sept.
8, 1999, and Oct. 25, 2006).
Nevertheless, the dual actions of expanding public-assistance programs and opening the economy
have failed to reduce poverty in Mexico. This might have been in part because of the global
economic recession in 2008, which hit the US—Mexico’s chief trading partner—especially hard.
Still, analysts suggest that anti-poverty programs are ineffective because they have been used
for electoral purposes and not to provide assistance to the general population. Even some of the
initiatives proposed by President Enrique Peña Nieto, such as an effort to eradicate hunger in
Mexico, have come under criticism as electorally motivated (SourceMex, May 1, 2013).
"We have become increasingly dependent on social programs, and this is a sign that our economic
model is not working," José Luis de la Cruz, director of the Centro de Investigación en Economía
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y Negocios at Tecnológico de Monterrey (ITESM), said in an interview with the Mexico City daily
newspaper El Universal.
De la Cruz said programs such as Oportunidades have helped soften the impact of poverty but have
not halted it, even though increased resources were devoted to the program. "We are spending
an increasing amount of money on these programs, and marginalization continues to increase [in
Mexico]," said the ITESM researcher.
Others agree that the resources for anti-poverty efforts are squandered or used for purposes other
than helping people. "Every year we hear that the tax collections have increased, along with a rise
in public expenditures," columnist Eduardo Revilla wrote in El Economista. "Nevertheless, no
matter how much money the state has, poverty levels are not declining. This is a clear indication of
a lack of transparency and efficiency in the way money is spent."
Because of the corruption in government, Revilla argues, the redistribution of wealth through the tax
system is not the ideal way to fight poverty. "Raising taxes on taxpayers won’t reduce poverty. One
cannot demand a greater sacrifice from the private sector without the state improving its efficiency
on expenditures," said the columnist.
"Every time that CONEVAL releases statistics, all the social-development offices around the country
go into panic mode," columnist Yuriria Sierra wrote in the Mexico City daily newspaper Excélsior.
"Evidently, the statistics never bring the good news that we all hope will come someday. They are a
reflection of a reality that no one can deny."
Sierra notes that the tendency is for officials from the current administration to blame the situation
on the previous administration. "In other words, the poverty indices are the legacy of the socialdevelopment policies applied during the administration of Felipe Calderón and those of previous
governments. That is what [Finance Secretary] Luis Videgaray and [Social Development Secretary]
Rosario Robles were saying when interpreting the numbers."

Administration views economic growth, stability as anti-poverty measures
In comments to reporters after the release of the CONEVAL report, Videgaray said stability and
sustained economic growth of 5% were the only way to reduce poverty. The finance secretary
said Peña Nieto has taken several steps to ensure stability, such as the balanced budget that the
administration sent to Congress for 2013 (SourceMex, Jan. 9, 2013), a low level of public debt, the
high level of international reserves, and a flexible line of credit with the International Monetary
Fund (IMF).
"All these prudent measures have the same objective: to maintain the stability of the Mexican
economy," said Videgaray. "What we have learned from past years is that there is no greater factor
behind the expansion of long-term poverty than economic crises."
Sierra said the administration has a difficult challenge to address. "The reality is that the
CONEVAL numbers are a reflection of the task ahead for the current administration. There is
nothing simple about what must be accomplished. All the political actors must participate. They
have the task of not only managing the social programs but also implementing the structural
reforms, such as changes to the tax system, which would provide the resources to improve current
programs or implement new ones," said the Excélsior columnist.
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Others argued, however, that the economic model offered by Peña Nieto and his predecessors is
not the answer to Mexico’s poverty problems. "The growth plan that has been proposed by the
government does not ensure that poverty is going to decline; and maintaining the current subsidy
programs is not going to work either," María Enriqueta Zepeda Ruiz, director of Organización
Incide Social, told El Universal. "What is required is to empower those who are less fortunate with
a social policy that is truly redistributive, with sustainable tools, especially for children and youth, so
that they can live a useful life."

Poverty promotes crime
One byproduct of Mexico’s inability to address poverty is an increase in crime, as many young
people are not finding job opportunities and are joining the large criminal organizations. Some
analysts pointed out that the recent assassination of Navy Admiral Carlos Miguel Salazar Ramonet
in Michoacán state was carried out by teenagers associated with the local drug-trafficking
organization Caballeros Templarios (Knights Templar). These youngsters reportedly receive 7,500
pesos (US$589) to participate in crimes like robbery, kidnapping, and extortion.
"The failure of the war on poverty is as stark and brutal as was [Felipe Calderón’s] strategy to
‘liberate’ states like Michoacán from the grasp of drug traffickers," columnist Jenaro Villamal wrote
in a piece published by Agencia de noticias Proceso (apro).
"The most violent years in the clash between the government and organized crime coincide with the
increase in poverty: between 2010 and 2012 the number of poor rose by 500,000 to reach 53.3 million
people," added Villamal. "That is half the total population of 117.3 million Mexicans."
"Of the total number of children and youth in Mexico, about 12% (4.7 million) live in extreme
poverty, and the majority belong to an Indian community," Villamal noted. [Peso-dollar conversions
in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on Aug. 7, 2013, reported at 12.72 pesos per US
$1.00.]

-- End --
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